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Between the Embodied Eye and Living World:  
The Cross of the Scriptures at Clonmacnoise 
 
In July 1991, the monumental “cross of the scriptures” floated over the ruins of Clonmacnoise, 
a medieval monastery located along the banks of the River Shannon in Ireland.1 Weighing over 
four metric tons and wrapped in a protective cover, the tenth-century stone cross was lowered 
by crane into a purpose-built visitor center, joining Clonmacnoise’s two other monumental 
crosses, the “south cross” and “north cross,” that had been installed there a few months earlier. 
At the same time, the Office of Public Works excavated around and beneath the sites of the 
crosses and inserted concrete replicas in place of the originals. Despite having endured a 
millennium of wind, ice, and rain, many of the sculpted figures that cover every surface of the 
thirteen-foot cross are in remarkably good condition.2 Carved in varied relief, the figures twist 
to confront one another and, in some cases, any viewer looking at them. The imagery is 
innovative, lively and several scenes are unique in Christian art. Near the bottom of the cross-
shaft, a fallen figure waves his legs in the air, indecorously revealing his underpants with their 
delicate pearl ornamentation (Fig. 9). On a panel located just beneath the large crucifixion that 
dominates the western face of the cross-head, Christ’s stripped and exhausted body falls 
forward into the viewer’s space (Fig. 17). On the south side of the cross, an angel shelters a 
tonsured monk with its wings while David plays his harp (Figs. 14-15). Directly opposite on 
the shadowy north side of the cross, a musician plays a triple pipe to a large cat while it serenely 
licks and displays its anus to the world at large (Fig. 9).  
The Irish high crosses sit awkwardly within traditional, art historical narratives, which 
may explain the limited attention they have received outside of Ireland.3 The survival of over 
two hundred such crosses challenges the established view that the Latin West produced little 
monumental stone sculpture during the five centuries between the Late Antique and 
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Romanesque periods. The number and quality of crosses produced in the ninth and tenth 
centuries—particularly the figurative “scripture crosses”—similarly counter the popular 
perception that Insular art culminated with the production of the Book of Kells around the year 
800 and then swiftly declined during the Viking invasions of the decades that followed. 4  While 
acknowledging the virtuosity of their figural carving, broader surveys present the later crosses 
as “teaching crosses” with a universal appeal as opposed to the monastic erudition of earlier 
works such as the Ruthwell cross.5  
Antiquarians, nationalists and more recently far-right groups have viewed the Irish 
crosses as romantic symbols, picturesque ruins of a foggy “Celtic” past that is simultaneously 
ancient, timeless and Other. 6  Art historians, past and present, have also romanticized the 
crosses.  Although known for his advocacy of art history as a scientific discipline, Arthur 
Kingsley Porter argued that the high crosses did not reflect their own cultural period but rather 
drew inspiration from the “mists” of the prehistoric Celtic past and an exoticized “East,” 
specifically ancient and Coptic Egypt.7 More recently, Marilyn Stokstad described them as 
“belonging to the Barbarian tradition . . . a Christian adaptation of the monolithic sky pillars 
and sword temples erected by the pagan people,” an assessment that disregards the seven 
centuries or more that separate the scripture crosses from these earlier, pre-Christian 
monuments.8 
Since the 1930s, art historians outside of the U.S. have stood firmly within the 
kunstwissenschaft tradition, possibly as a reaction to the nationalist associations of previous 
studies on the high crosses. Focusing on what can be evidenced and quantified, these 
publications classify and categorize forms, stylistic features, influences, and the iconography 
of individual panels. 9  In the 1990s, Peter Harbison produced a seminal, three-volume 
photographic and iconographic survey to “act as a suitable companion to … the British 
Academy's ‘corpus’ of Anglo-Saxon sculpture.” 10  Following the corpus model where 
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understandably legibility, reliability, and consistency are prized, his photographs present the 
crosses as scientific specimens: black-and-white, front and profile views that use raking light 
and supplemental close-ups taken from ladders to avoid skewed perspective. Unreliable and 
varying aspects—color, built environment, spectators, and oblique angles—are firmly 
rejected.11   
In summary, with a few notable exceptions, 12 art historical studies have isolated the 
later crosses and their imagery in a variety of ways. Characterizing them as “teaching crosses” 
with broad appeal distances them from the monastic intellectual output epitomized by artworks 
such as the Ruthwell cross, Lindisfarne Gospels, and Book of Kells. Casting them as romantic 
symbols of Ireland’s “otherness” removes them from the liturgical and artistic conventions of 
the Latin West as well as from contemporary socio-political events. Treating them as scientific 
specimens separates both the crosses and the individual scenes carved on them from any 
broader iconographic programs, audiences, and environments. Works such as Harbison’s 
survey and the British Academy Corpus remain an indispensable resource for the study and 
recording of these fragile monuments, but other methodologies might provide additional, new 
perspectives.  
Drawing in part from phenomenological methodologies, this article resituates the art 
object within a living world, where “the thing is inseparable from a person perceiving it, and 
can never be actually in itself because its articulations are those of our very existence, and 
because it stands at the other end of our gaze or at the terminus of a sensory exploration that 
invests it with humanity.”13 Rather than a disembodied, objective gaze, this approach considers 
how viewer’s body—both in terms of stance, height and proximity but also in light of emotional 
and physical states—affects and is affected by the art work. Similar approaches have proven 
efficacious in Byzantine, Romanesque, Gothic, Renaissance and Minimalist art historical 
studies but are particularly well suited to the Irish crosses due to their unique structure and 
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position in dynamic landscapes.14  To a certain extent, the current project also shares concerns 
with ecological approaches due to its emphasis on weather, light, and landscape as integral 
aspects of the art object, responding to ecological exhortations that “art history needs to widen 
the objects of its obsessions, beyond visual culture and media, outwards towards the human 
and other-than-human vectors that animate the planet and its ecosystems.”15 By considering 
changing perspectives, audiences, times of day, seasons, weather, viewing pathways, and 
proximity to the beholder elicit a series of encounters with a polymorphic, performative object.  
Additionally, the crosses are markedly early and distinct instances of the tendencies 
recently identified in later Romanesque and Gothic sculpture. As there currently is no single, 
published study of the cross of the scriptures and the interpretation of many of its panels 
remains contested, the iconography of individual panels will sometimes be discussed in detail 
before considering how their meaning is affected by and affects the rest of the cross, its 
surroundings, and the gaze of the beholder.16 This article does not offer a comprehensive art 
historical analysis of the cross of the scriptures but instead provides a phenomenological 
investigation that shows the iconographic program to be an erudite and nuanced expression of 
ecclesiastical authority and the role of bodily mortification as a route to salvation.  
Clonmacnoise and its Sculptures in the Tenth Century 
Founded by St Ciarán in the sixth century, the monastery of Clonmacnoise is situated in the 
center of the island of Ireland.17 Throughout most of the medieval period, the monastery was a 
populous, thriving hub at the intersection of Ireland’s largest river running north-south and the 
Eiscir Riada, an ancient roadway and primary land route from east to west. Unsurprisingly, 
given its location, Clonmacnoise played a significant role in Ireland’s socio-political landscape 
during much of the medieval period. When St. Columba visited from Iona in the sixth century, 
the monastery already possessed at least two churches. In the eighth and ninth centuries, it 
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occupied a critical position on the border between the kings of Connacht and those of the 
Southern Uí Neill. By the tenth century, it had long established connections with the kings of 
Ireland, serving as the burial site for several high-kings, their wives and children. The 
monastery had an active and respected scriptorium that may have produced the Irish annals.18 
The cross of the scriptures and the stone church that stands directly behind it were 
erected in the early tenth century, possibly as part of a single building phase (Figs. 1 and 20).  
The base of the cross-shaft contains an inscription reading, “A prayer for Flann, son of 
Maelsechlann . . . and for Colman who made this cross on [?] King Flann.” 19  The two 
individuals have long been identified as Colman Conaillech, abbot of the monasteries of 
Clonmacnoise and Clonard from 904-926, and Flann Sinna, king of Mide from 877 and high 
king of Ireland from 879 to 914. According to the Irish annals, these two men were also 
responsible for the erection of the church in 909. 20  Their collaboration was a significant 
undertaking as the church is the largest pre-Romanesque stone church to survive in Ireland.21  
The excavations of the 1990s corroborated earlier hypotheses about the position and 
appearance of the site in the tenth century.22 The cross of the scriptures does not seem to have 
been moved at any point until the 1990s, and the current western wall and western doorway of 
the church are in the same place as those of the original building (Figs. 1 and 20).  The only 
significant change is the current asymmetry as the original wall extended slightly further to the 
south. Marked graves, primarily of males dating from the early medieval period, were scattered 
in the area between the western wall and the cross of the scriptures. The eighth-century south 
cross seems to have been moved to its 1990s position in the tenth-century, likely when the cross 
of the scriptures and stone church were erected. Artifacts found under the ninth-century north 
cross indicate its relocation during the post-medieval period. 23  Although its tenth-century 
position is unknown, the symmetry of the rest of the site suggests that it may have originally 
stood not far from its twentieth-century location. Therefore, it seems likely that in the tenth 
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century, the three crosses formed a triangle directly before the church with the cross of the 
scriptures at its apex.  
Although over 200 high crosses survive in Ireland, only twenty to thirty have elaborate 
figurative, iconographic programs. Of these, the cross of the scriptures has long been associated 
with a group of crosses dotted across the Irish midlands, noted for their naturalism, varied relief, 
and the animated and fleshy quality of the figures. Roger Stalley has argued that seven of these 
crosses are the work of a single artist, the so-called “Muiredach Master”. This group includes 
the cross of the scriptures, the north cross at Duleek, the cross now in Durrow Abbey, the 
“market cross” and “tower cross” at Kells, and “Muiredach’s cross” and the “tall cross” at 
Monasterboice.24 
East looking West: A Question of Perspective 
On bright mornings, the rising sun first illuminates the bottom panel situated directly above the 
inscription on the east side of the cross (Fig. 4). The image shows two figures holding a stave 
or stake upright in the ground. The man on the left is tonsured and dressed in clerical garb while 
the one on the right wears secular dress and a sword (Figs. 2-4). Scholarship is divided as to 
the identity of the two figures.25 The inscription and the cross's position before the stone church 
indicate that the two men might be Abbot Colman and King Flann, collaborating to erect the 
stone cross and church in the tenth century. An alternative interpretation argues that the image 
depicts the establishment of the monastery in 554 by St. Ciarán and King Flann’s ancestor, 
Diarmait, who would become high-king of Ireland. The Irish Life of St. Ciarán, likely written 
at Clonmacnoise in the tenth century, describes how Ciarán and Diarmait raised the foundation 
stake of the wooden church together while the saint proclaimed, “Warrior suffer my hand to be 
over thy hand, and thou shalt be over the men of Ireland in high kingship.”26 
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Publications of the past forty years have demonstrated how religious images from 
Insular manuscripts as well as Pictish and Anglo-Saxon monuments combine multiple events, 
persons, and literary references in a single image or figure. Representations of the evangelists 
were often Christ-bearing figures with monastic tonsure posed among contemporary scribal 
instruments and settings. These “portraits” conflate Christ, his evangelists and contemporary 
monks spreading the Word of God.27  Resituating the panel within this multivalent Insular 
tradition, it likely refers to Colman and King Flann as well as their sixth-century predecessors, 
Ciarán and Diarmait, unified in building Clonmacnoise. The interplay of the panel, inscription, 
and vita suggest that the collaboration between Colman and Flann was purposely framed as an 
imitation of the cooperation of their celebrated precursors, Ciarán and Diarmait. The stave 
shown in the panel has a bulbous top, which might also have prompted an association with the 
cross of the scriptures, standing in its stone socket lodged within the earth.  
Additionally, the built and natural environment framing the cross suggests that the 
efforts of the abbots and kings were not isolated or fixed in the past but an integral and ongoing 
part of the monastery’s present and future existence. The rays of the rising sun move upward 
from the ground to the inscription on the base, then up the shaft, and finally to the top of the 
cross, reinforcing the sense of cyclical beginnings and renewal.28 The sunrise also generates 
another, albeit immaterial, cross in the form of a shadow that grows westwards from the base 
(Fig. 4). The cross of the scriptures aligns with the only doorway of the original tenth-century 
church (Figs. 1 and 20). Emerging from early prayers, members of the church might even 
glimpse their own shadows projected onto the bottom panel of the cross, becoming an integral 
part of the building and rebuilding of the figurative and physical church of Clonmacnoise. 
The panel’s position also shows a subtle negotiation between secular and religious 
authority and audiences. For the spectator looking to the west, the king is on the right, typically 
the superior position, and the abbot on the left. The depiction of Christ in Judgement, which 
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fills the cross-head and arms, shows the damned on Christ’s left and the saved on his right 
(Figs. 2 and 12).  Consequently, the king stands directly beneath the pitchfork-wielding demon 
while the abbot stands under the saved. An Old Irish discussion of fractio indicates a similarly 
nuanced awareness of differing viewpoints, stating that a piece of the host should be taken from 
the priest’s left to signify the wounding of Christ's right side because for “westwards was 
Christ’s face on the Cross . . . and eastwards the face of Longinus; what to him was the left to 
Christ was the right.”29  
When measured by the compass and the sun, the king’s position also suggests moral 
inferiority. He stands north of the abbot, a direction Christian and Insular writers associated 
with evil, temptation, and darkness. These connotations likely evolved from natural phenomena 
such as northern winds and shadows as well as from biblical passages describing God’s 
enemies as coming from the north.30  Several crosses, including the cross of the scriptures, 
place scenes of sin, penance, and damnation on the north side of the cross. 31  With its emphasis 
upon front and profile views, twentieth-century, “corpus-style” photography elides the 
juxtapositions of panels that occurs at the corners of these monuments: southeast, northeast, 
and so on. Insular texts, however, describe audiences moving around the crosses. 32  The 
iconographic combinations that occur at the seams between the four faces were an integral part 
of the viewer’s experience. When seen from the northeast, the king’s side of the panel abuts 
one on the north side that shows a book-wielding monk admonishing a sinner (Fig. 3). In 
contrast, when viewed from the southwest, the abbot’s side is juxtaposed with the nomen 
sacrum (Fig. 11).33 
The king’s position—beneath the damned, on Christ’s left, next to a sinner, and north 
of the abbot—requires some explanation due to his involvement with the creation of the cross 
and church. It is worth considering Flann’s actions a few years before. The Irish annals report 
that in 903/4, Flann was responsible for profaning the monastery at Kells, which involved 
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killing his son and beheading people in the oratory.34 As discussed below, much of the cross’s 
iconography on the north and west sides focuses on sin, penance, and forgiveness through the 
sacraments. Additionally, the panel allows for different readings and audiences. From the 
mortal and transient viewpoint of the audience, the king might be seen to be on the right but 
from the eternal, heavenly perspective of Christ in Judgement, he is on the left and the abbot 
on the right. Additionally, whereas the sun-illuminated south side faces the monastery’s interior, 
the north side looks to the River Shannon, which in the tenth century was the main artery to 
the secular world and all its power (Fig. 5). The artist/designer created a nuanced image that 
occupied an intersection between secular and ecclesiastical realms.  Both parties could view 
the cross without offense as king and abbot occupied the superior position—at least from their 
own, unique vantage points. 
The two remaining panels on the eastern side of the cross-shaft also focus upon 
ecclesiastical and secular authority. The Traditio Clavium et Legis, positioned directly beneath 
the ringed cross-head, is badly-worn but it is possible to distinguish the key and small book 
that Christ holds out to Peter and Paul (Figs. 2 and 12). The panel’s juxtaposition with the 
image of Christ in Judgement furthers the central message that Peter and Paul’s authority is an 
extension of that of Christ. The identity of the two figures depicted in the panel beneath the 
Traditio Clavium is more ambiguous (Fig. 2). Both men wear ornate robes, elaborate brooches, 
swords, and long beards. Although rigidly frontal, they grasp a horn between them. While 
Harbison has identified the two men as the pharaoh and his chief cup-bearer from Genesis 41, 
more recent publications have observed that the figures’ relative parity, secular clothing, and 
attributes indicate men of high status, likely kings or sub-kings.35 Suggested identifications 
include Flann and his father, Máel Sechnaill high-king of Ireland, or Flann and his ancestor, 
Diarmait.36 Margaret Williams has persuasively argued that the two men are Flann and Cathal 
Mac Conchobair, king of Connacht. The Irish annals describe a meeting and truce between 
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Flann and Cathal that took place near Clonmacnoise in 900, when “Cathal came into the house 
of Flann under the protection of the clergy of Ciarán so that he was afterward obedient to the 
king.”37  The horn might well signify this pact as the  King of Leinster distributed horns as a 
stipend to sub-kings. 38 Read together, the imagery of the east side portrays the harmonious 
sharing of power that is dynamic but at the same time hierarchical and ordered. 
The Dark North: Fleshy Pleasures and Corporal Correction 
As discussed above, the north carried negative connotations. This association is reflected in the 
iconographic programs of several crosses connected to the “Muiredach Master.” What is 
believed to have originally been the north side of the market cross at Kells depicts entangled, 
amputated human limbs and a large demonic figure complete with tail and horns.39 As far as 
can be ascertained, most Last Judgment images from the Muiredach group seem to have been 
east-facing, so that the damned are shown on the northern arm. In several instances, including 
the cross of the scriptures, the devil or one of his demons push the damned further northwards 
(Fig. 2). The north was the darkest side of the cross, remaining in shadow throughout most of 
the day. At Clonmacnoise, the core of the monastery—including its churches, crosses, and 
graves—was situated on an elevated plateau. The arrangement may have recalled passages 
such as Matthew 5:14, “You are the light of the world. A city set on a mountain cannot be 
hidden.” While the plateau extends out to the south, it falls away dramatically on the north side 
to a flood plain that meets the River Shannon.  
The lowest panel on the north side of the cross of the scriptures depicts a tonsured man 
in a long robe, seated on a chair and clutching a book to his chest with his left hand (Figs. 6 
and 9). With his right hand, the figure plunges a long staff into the face of a man at his feet. 
The prostrate man’s legs flail in the air and his cloak parts to expose his short, ornate pantaloons.  
The seated figure is most commonly described as Christ or a saint subduing the devil.40  Porter, 
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referencing a passage from the Silva Gadelica in which a high-king forces his sword into the 
mouth of a supine sub-king, suggested the panel showed Patrick subduing the devil.41 When 
viewed from above, however, it is clear that the staff goes into the eye socket, not the mouth. 
The broader context of the full iconographic program suggests a more likely explanation. 
The panel above depicts a long-haired man playing the triple-pipes. His feet rest upon 
the backs of two interlaced quadrupeds (Figs. 6 and 9). While most authors fail to mention the 
panel or merely describe the figure as a musician, others offer vague suggestions without 
elucidation or support, such as the “enchantment of the Sidhe.”42 Harbison hesitantly posited 
that the two quadrupeds might refer to the burial of Paul by lions and identified the human 
figure as Anthony playing a lament for his “dead fellow.”43 Publications pointedly ignore the 
cat positioned in the upper left-hand corner of the panel. It is nonetheless quite prominent, 
larger than the pipe-player’s head and located next to his face. Laying on its back and splaying 
its hind legs with its front legs, the cat curls around to display and lick its anus.  The musician 
twists toward the cat so that the proximity of his eyes to the cat’s bottom creates an unpleasant 
spectacle. Taller onlookers would similarly “get an eyeful” due to the panel’s position midway 
up the cross-shaft. 
Insular artists did not shy away from vulgar images, often representing sin as self-
cannibalism or masturbation. Both the Barberini Gospels and a cross-arm fragment from 
Strathmartine in Scotland show solitary, nude male figures that stroke their beards with one 
hand and their phalluses with the other.44 The Book of Kells, a manuscript that the artist might 
have become acquainted with when carving a high cross at Kells, has several such figures. The 
decorated initial that begins the phrase “Adtendite vobis” of Luke 17:2 consists of a twisted, 
half-naked man who bends over and pulls at his own hair. A delicately drawn bird stretches its 
head around to the figure’s backside, its beak hovering uncomfortably close to the man’s 
bottom (Fig. 10). 45 
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A similarly profane figure appears elsewhere at Clonmacnoise, on the fragmented north 
cross.46 Although most often compared to representations of the Cernunnos, a male Celtic deity 
from the Gallo-Roman period, such as seen on the Gundestrup cauldron from the first or second 
century BC, the connection is tenuous at best, relying on two visual features, the cross-legged 
pose and what have been interpreted as antlers.47 The former is common throughout Insular art. 
A close inspection of the sculpture, aided by recent digital scans, shows the latter to be tendrils 
of hair extending out from two profile heads on either side of the head of the central figure. 
Previous discussions of the north cross fragment overlook the fact that the naked figure is 
markedly female, with clearly delineated, pendulous breasts. The woman’s entangled, spindly 
arms splay her legs in a fashion not that far removed from the cat in the cross of the scriptures.  
The entangled creatures at the pipe-player’s feet might also be understood through 
reference to the broader Insular artistic tradition. Several images portray the devil and his 
minions as a parody or anti-type of Christ or Christ-bearing figures such as Daniel and David. 
The Leofric Missal depicts Christ-Vita on the verso of a page, and Satan-Mors as an almost 
identical figure with added demonic features on the recto.48 Similarly, the horned devil on the 
market cross of Kells is flanked by two creatures who support the larger central figure in a 
perverse imitation of the many Insular representations of “Christ between Two Living 
Creatures”.49 The Clonmacnoise image might similarly be understood as a kind of inversion of 
“Christ over the Beasts,” another image found throughout the Insular corpus.50 Both the Book 
of Kells and the Corbie Psalter use images of riders and their mounts entangled and pulling in 
opposite directions as metaphors for sin.51  
The panel above the musician shows a seated, long-haired figure wearing a robe with a 
short staff between his legs (Figs. 7 and 8). Another man stands behind him and appears to cut 
or comb his hair. The seated figure has been identified as Anthony due to the saint’s attribute 
of a tau-shaped crosier in the later medieval period, or as Patrick receiving his tonsure from St. 
 13 
Martin as described in Patrick’s vita.52 The identification of Anthony is most unlikely. There 
is no mention of Paul cutting Anthony’s hair, and Anthony of Egypt would not be depicted 
wearing Celtic tonsure, which went from ear to ear.53 Although Celtic tonsure had been rejected 
in favor of Roman tonsure at least two centuries before, tenth-century Irish churchmen would 
be familiar with its appearance and its particularly Insular associations because of the 
significant role it played in debates between Irish and Roman monastic traditions.  
Neither interpretation explains the large disk on the seated figure’s chest. Harbison 
describes the object as “perhaps a brooch or a clasp,” but it bears little resemblance to the 
brooches worn by the figures on the eastern side of the cross or to any other extant Irish brooch 
or representations of them. Moreover, it is positioned in the center of the chest and hangs from 
a strap around the figure’s neck. In Matthew 18:5, Christ warns, “But whoever will have led 
astray one of these little ones who trust in me, it would be better for him to have a great 
millstone hung around his neck, and to be submerged in the depths of the sea.” The Matthew 
passage, in which Christ expounds upon the dangers of temptation, concludes with advice that 
may also explain the imagery in the bottom panel, “And if your eye leads you to sin, root it out 
and cast it away from you. It is better for you to enter into life with one eye, then to be sent into 
the fires of Hell having two.”  
Details from both panels resonate with the vitae of Ciarán and Patrick. In the tenth-
century life of St. Ciarán, the saint commands a bird to pluck out a servant’s eye but heals him 
after receiving obeisance from the servant and a gift of the mill and all its lands from the man’s 
master.54  While the cross does not directly illustrate this event, the bird on the staff, millstone, 
and punitive removal of the sinner’s eye suggest a common milieu.  The vita also describes 
how, after erecting the foundation stake of Clonmacnoise, the saint fixes it in place saying, “Lo, 
this … into Trén’s eye,” referring to a youth who had previously disobeyed the saint, and 
“straightway at Ciarán’s word Trén’s on eye brake in his head.”55 An event from the Irish life 
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of Patrick more closely connects to the upper panel.  After debating with the saint, a druid 
submits to his preaching. He immediately converts to Christianity at which point Patrick cuts 
the pagan priest’s Celtic tonsure, transforming it into the Roman style. Relative to 
Clonmacnoise, the incident occurs directly before the elderly Patrick goes to baptize the infant 
St. Ciarán.56 Although Insular monks wore Celtic tonsure until the early eighth century, the 
longer hairstyle was associated with druids and Simon Magus from its earliest appearance in 
the literature. 57 More generally, monastic tonsure and the cutting of hair signified shaving the 
body of sin. 58 
The north side of the cross provides a meditation upon the temptations of worldly 
pleasures, the nature of sin, and the necessity of correction and penance in a physical and 
visceral fashion.  The top panel envisions a sinner with “a great millstone hung around his neck” 
while the lowest one shows a man who has fallen, been appropriately admonished, and who is 
“entering life with one eye.” Both instances suggest that suffering, humiliation, discipline, and 
submission to moral correction in this life is better than the bestial, ephemeral pleasures of the 
flesh and the eternal damnation they entail. The supine man on the bottom panel whose hands 
cover or hold his genitals as well as the cat on the middle panel hint at the debased nature of 
exhibitionism and self-pleasure. In the Lucan version of the millstone passage, Christ adds, 
“Be attentive to yourselves. If your brother has sinned against you, correct him. And if he has 
repented, forgive him.” It is this verse in the Book of Kells that contains the exhibitionist initial 
and bird discussed above. A small, tonsured monk rides over the word “sinned” (Fig. 10). In 
both the Book of Kells and the cross of the scriptures, the imagery highlights the role of 
fraternal correction, possibly an allusion to the Irish monastic practice of having a soul-friend 
(anmchara), a private confessor and moral guide.59 The north side may also reflect the use of 
the crosses as a focal point for confession and penitential prayer as evidenced in hagiographies 
and penitentials.60 
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The South: Aligning with the Hand of God 
The north and south sides of the cross act as binary opposites. Whereas the north side is in 
shadow for most of the day, the south is the most consistently illuminated side of the cross. 
While the northern imagery focuses on those struggling with the temptations of the flesh (Figs. 
6-9), the southern side shows the righteous basking in God’s grace and protection (Figs. 11, 
14-15). On the upper-most panel on the shaft, directly under the cross-ring, an angel with 
outspread wings shelters a tonsured figure holding a crosier. In the panel beneath, David plays 
his harp. In both cases, the panels’ content and composition serves as an anti-type to its 
counterpart in the parallel position on the opposite side of the cross. David as harpist is paired 
with the pipe player. Whereas the pipe player is frontal and looks away from the monastery, 
David's legs and harp are in profile so that he faces the church and inner bounds of the 
monastery. While the beasts at the feet of the pipe player are discordant, pulling in opposite 
directions, the beast beneath David is entirely submissive, resigned to its role as footstool and 
throne. The panel at the top of the southern side shows an angel standing protectively over a 
figure with Roman tonsure, and its northern opposite depicts a cleric standing over and 
correcting the druid with his Celtic tonsure.  
The lowest panels on the shaft also contrast between sin and salvation. Whereas the 
north side shows a monk “correcting” a sinner, the south consists of two sets of interlaced 
figures forming an “X.” The monks of Clonmacnoise, schooled in the Insular tradition, may 
well have perceived the shape as the “Chi” of the nomen sacrum. Insular artists and scribes 
were disproportionately preoccupied with the Chi as a sign of the redemption brought about by 
Christ’s incarnation and sacrifice. They often expanded and decorated the Chi but also seemed 
to delight in finding innovative ways of incorporating it into other images and designs. 
Numerous examples show beasts and human figures creating an “X” with their bodies.61  
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The pairing of good and evil continues on the underside of the ring and cross arms. The 
northern under-arm depicts a large cat that is either devouring or vomiting up the lower half of 
a human figure while the southern under-arm shows the Hand of God. (Fig. 12).62 A popular 
image in the ninth century, the Hand of God appeared in a number of contexts, primarily in the 
imperial portraits of Charles the Bald and his successors, Psalter illustration, Lombard funerary 
sculpture, and apse mosaics in Rome. 63  It has been suggested that the Hand of God at 
Clonmacnoise might refer to Flann’s elevation to high king in 879, imitating the Sacramentary 
of Charles the Bald which shows the Hand of God grasping a crown and descending over the 
king.64  Three other manuscripts associated with Charles the Bald similarly depict the Hand of 
God open and empty as it emerges from the heavens.65  Rather perplexingly, the Hand of God 
at Clonmacnoise—if intended to be read as facing downwards towards the earth—would have 
to be understood as God’s left hand, contravening the frequent biblical references and 
commentaries that explicitly refer to the benediction of God’s right hand.66 
It is certainly possible that a member of either the Irish royal court or the Clonmacnoise 
community might have been familiar with continental practice. Six such imperial portraits 
survive including one given to the pope in Rome.67 A coin minted c.910-915 for Edward the 
Elder suggests Anglo-Saxon kings were also emulating this type of imagery. 68 A letter to 
Charles the Bald describes his court as overflowing with “a multitude” of Irish monks. 69  
Joseph, a pupil of Colcu of Clonmacnoise, was present at the Carolingian court, and the 
correspondence between Colcu, Joseph, and Alcuin evidence further, earlier connections 
between Clonmacnoise and the Carolingian court. Most relevant to the cross of the scriptures, 
the annals record that Flann’s father sent “legates with gifts” to Charles the Bald in the interests 
of “peace and amity” but also to request passage to Rome.70  
Inscriptions from the Carolingian examples suggest that they refer to God’s protection 
and ultimate authority. The Hand of God in the Codex Aureus of Charles the Bald (Fig. 13), 
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for example, is surrounded by the inscription, “The right hand of the Father, governing the 
universe by his control,/And may it shield always Charles from his enemy.”71 Similarly, the 
dedicatory poem facing the imperial portrait in the First Bible of Charles the Bald promises 
that the monks will sing psalms and say masses for the king, his wife, and child.72 Both 
manuscripts signal that while the king governs bodies and lands, monks guard hearts and 
souls—including those of the king and his family. Hibernicus exul, an Irish monk living on the 
continent in the ninth century, addressed a poem to the Hand of God, which may have been 
influential on the late Carolingian imperial portraits.73 The size, scale, and position of the Hand 
at Clonmacnoise clearly express that God's hand is ultimately above that of Diarmait/Flann.  
The panel depicting the king and abbot is located directly above the base of the cross 
(Fig. 2). Its counterpart on the east side contains an image of Christ in the Tomb that has 
relatively explicit references to the resurrection of Christ and the whole race of Adam (Figs. 16 
and 18).74 The proximity of both panels to the ground would have been a poignant reminder of 
the limits of secular power. King Flann’s father, and eventually Flann and his children, were 
buried at Clonmacnoise. The semi-circle of elevated ground around the cross and western wall 
of the church was covered with marked graves (Figs. 1, 4 and 20). It is certainly possible that 
some members of Flann’s family were interred in this area.75 This grave-littered landscape 
frames the cross. While Carolingian monks promised to sing psalms and pray for the souls of 
Charles the Bald and his family, at Clonmacnoise this promise is made manifest by the burial 
grounds the cross stands in. The image of David playing the harp in the middle panel, directly 
at eye-level and under the Hand of God on the sun-filled south side of the shaft, similarly 
conveys the solace of psalms over the dead (Fig. 11). Notably, in the Latin Life of Cainnech, 
the saint places his face against a cross that marks the site of a king’s death in battle and through 
tears and prayers frees the king’s soul from hell.76 Most relevant to the Clonmacnoise pairing 
of the raising of the foundation stake by abbot and king on the eastern side with Christ in the 
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Tomb on the western side, angels in Irish saints’ lives frequently tell the founder that the place 
where s/he founds the monastery will be the location of their own resurrection and, 
consequently, the place of resurrection for their community and dependents.77 
While the Hand of God might convey a particular message to the king and his court, it 
seems unlikely that this gesture of benediction and protection was intended solely for a singular 
recipient or group. Suspended over the heads of its audience, the Hand at Clonmacnoise hangs 
in the air like a query or command awaiting a human response and presence—whether 
imagined, remembered, or corporal. It is an open, ambiguous, and flexible sign. Anyone 
standing beneath it and sheltered under the arms of the cross may envisage themselves under 
God’s protection or blessing. Like the use of first person in the language of the psalms, the 
Hand’s position on the cross creates a direct and intimate relationship between the praying 
supplicant and God, the visual equivalent of “I” and “you” rather than “he” and “she.” 
The position of the Hand of God at Clonmacnoise lacks the anatomical and narrative 
contexts that help audiences orient themselves in relation to a work. The Hand of God on folio 
97v of the Codex Aureus similarly omits visual cues, dominating the otherwise non-figurative 
opening of John’s Gospel (Fig. 13). In manuscripts, the sequence and orientation of the script 
usually guide readers’ eyes along set pathways from left to right and top to bottom. The circular 
inscription written in gold on folio 97v, however, requires that readers orbit the Hand of God, 
orienting and reorienting themselves, constantly shifting around the unchanging center. 
Similarly, the Clonmacnoise audience must move around the cross, taking in multiple 
perspectives in time and space.  
The artist’s decision to carve the Hand of God on the under-arm rather than the more 
prominent and elevated central faces or the four panels of the capstone merits further 
consideration. Because of the Hand’s placement at the juncture between the cross and the ring, 
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it simultaneously inhabits several visual, structural, and iconographic fields (Figs. 11-12 and 
15-16).  Its presence and benediction connects the eschatological panoply on the eastern cross-
face, the biblical and historical scenes on the cross-shaft, the audience, and the monastery’s 
grounds. It is almost omnipresent, visible from any direction except the north. Depending on 
whether viewed from west or east, the Hand may be read as God/Christ’s left hand with the 
palm lowered towards the earth and/or as his right hand raised upwards to the heavens.  Such 
polyvalence and ambiguity collapses time and conveys the omniscient and omnipresent of God. 
His right hand blesses the saved in heaven while the left offers benediction to the dead buried 
in the grounds surrounding the cross, awaiting the moment of resurrection. 
In order to see the Hand of God when standing under the cross-arm, viewers must crane 
their heads back, heightening the sense of disorientation. From this perspective, the skies above 
Clonmacnoise frame the Hand of God. (Fig. 14). On windy, bright days, which are not 
infrequent in Ireland, clouds race across blue skies, stippling the fields with their shadows. 
Consequently, alternating flashes of light and shadow animate the Hand of God, and the eye 
struggles to adjust, leaving the viewer with a sense of unsteadying motion. The cognitive 
effects are not that dissimilar from those produced by the glittering tesserae that surround the 
Hand of God in church mosaics or the shimmering ornament and undulating shapes that circle 
the Hand of God in the Codex Aureus and its Ottonian copies (Fig. 13). It has been suggested 
that the blue lozenge and circles that surround the Hand of God in the Codex Aureus recall 
Isidore’s celestial diagram of the rota planetarum, depicting the relationship between “God’s 
eternity and his creation.” 78  At Clonmacnoise the skies, clouds, planets, stars, and moon 
actually circle the Hand of God and its audience.  On rainy days, it is possible to shelter under 
the Hand of God. Rain slowly coalesces along arms' edges, occasionally falling in large drops 
that punctuate the downpour. The Hand of God and spectator occupy a field of contrasting 
stillness and quiet.79 
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Because of its location under the cross-arm, the Hand of God remains in perpetual 
shadow. The panel directly beneath depicts a tonsured figure sheltered by the angel’s outspread 
wings, which also remains in shadow for much of the day. In Exodus 33:22, God explains that 
no one may see God’s face and live but promises to shelter Moses, “When my glory will cross 
over, I will set you in a cleft of the rock, and I will protect you with my right hand until I pass 
by.”  Similarly, at Clonmacnoise God’s hand shields the spectator from the sun. For most of 
the day, it also shelters the angel and figure set within the cleft between the cross arm and shaft 
(Figs. 11 and 14). The psalms frequently describe both God’s hand and wings giving shelter, 
the latter frequently within the context of casting a protective shadow over the psalmist. 80 In 
Psalm 16:8, the psalmist asks that God “protect me under the shadow of your wings” from 
those who resist “your right hand,” and proclaims in Psalm 62, “And I will exult in the cover 
of your wings . . . your right hand has supported me.”  
 
The West: The Body of Christ 
The Crucifixion and entire west side of the cross of the scriptures are markedly focused on 
Christ's body (Fig. 16).  Whereas additional biblical and hagiographic scenes typically flank 
the crucifixion and fill the arms of other figurative crosses attributed to the “Muiredach Master,” 
the arms of the cross of the scriptures contain only two crouching figures holding horns, who 
direct our attention back to the body of Christ.81 Christ, with his disproportionately long arms 
and large hands, fills the entire cross-head. Stephaton and Longinus, a ubiquitous component 
of Insular crucifixion images, are reduced to minuscule figures crouching beneath his arms. 
Christ's body appears almost naked, his physique sensitively modelled.82  
The panel directly beneath the Crucifixion depicts three men, two of whom wear short 
tunics, hold spears, and are shown in profile (Figs. 16-17). A T-shaped tunic is held up against 
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the lower body of the central figure. The panel has been identified as showing the “soldiers 
casting lots for Christ’s seamless garment,” a scene often positioned beneath the crucifixion in 
Carolingian and Byzantine examples. 83   Somewhat problematically, however, this 
interpretation requires that all three circles surrounding the heads of the three figures be 
understood as the crests of helmets. Several details in the panel, however, suggest that the 
central figure is meant to be Christ rather than another soldier. Except for the Crucifixion, 
crosses associated with the “Muiredach Master” consistently depict Christ, the apostles, and 
clerics in longer robes whereas soldiers wear short tunics that end above the knee. Close 
inspection of the Clonmacnoise panel, aided by recent digital scans, shows that the man in the 
center wears a long undergarment visible beneath the T-shaped tunic and does not grasp the 
tunic as has been suggested but instead has his hands bound in front of him. 84 Additionally, 
the circle surrounding his head cannot be the crest of a helmet as he is not shown in profile. 
An alternative possibility is that the panel depicts the Stripping of Christ. Although 
rarely represented until the fourteenth century, Insular iconography often diverges significantly 
from continental norms. The canonical gospels do not explicitly refer to the disrobing of Christ, 
but it is implied at multiple points in the Passion. It is described in the Gospel of Nicodemus, 
a text Harbison has shown to have had considerable influence on the iconography of the high 
crosses.85 In the Old Irish Passion, dated to the early eleventh century, soldiers lead Christ out 
before the “hosts of Jews, and then they stripped his garment from him and left him naked.” 
Christ is dressed and led to his execution where he is again “deprived of his garment, a purple 
tunic that Mary had made for him.”86 In Psalm 21, which exegetes invariably interpreted as 
spoken by Christ about his Passion, the humiliations listed by the psalmist are not limited to 
being surrounded and seized by his enemies but also include being naked and exposed to a 
voyeuristic gaze, “They have numbered all my bones. And they have examined me and stared 
at me.”   
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The panel beneath echoes the composition above. Two figures dressed in short tunics 
turn toward a central figure whose lower body is covered in a long robe (Figs. 16-17). Although 
badly worn, the scene is usually identified as the Betrayal or Arrest of Christ. This 
interpretation views the left-hand figure as a soldier seizing Christ and that on the right as Judas 
embracing Christ.87 Alternatively, the panel shows the Scourging of Christ. Christ stands with 
his hands still tied in front of him. 88 The left-hand figure beats him with a rod or club while 
the right-hand figure holds him in place. This interpretation is supported by a similar, but less 
worn, panel on the Durrow cross that shows the left-hand figure beating Christ with something, 
possibly branches or a short, multi-thong whip.89  Christ wears a long undergarment on his 
lower half, but his upper torso appears naked. At Clonmacnoise, the figure on the right pushes 
Christ’s left shoulder, suggesting rough handling rather than an embrace, as does the fact that 
both men appear to step on Christ's feet. Finally, at both Durrow and Clonmacnoise, the 
flanking figures wear short tunics as opposed to the long robes worn by Christ and his apostles, 
suggesting that the right-hand figures do not portray the apostle Judas but rather the men who 
seize, strip, mock, and beat Christ.  
The bottom panel shows two soldiers sitting upon Christ’s tomb (Figs. 16 and 18). An 
angel sits to the right of the soldiers. The heads of two additional figures, likely the women 
visiting the tomb, appear in the upper-right section of the panel. In certain lighting conditions, 
the angel appears to clutch a miniature man standing on the tomb to its bosom (Fig. 18). 
Harbison has identified the tiny figure as Adam, suggesting that the panel’s position directly 
above the ground refers to the Harrowing of Hell.90 The belief that Christ’s cross was erected 
over the burial place of Adam, although contested by some patristic writers, held considerable 
currency in Ireland where it was linked explicitly and repeatedly to Adam’s hope of 
resurrection.91 The Saltair na Rann, written a few decades after the cross of the scriptures was 
erected, describes Christ’s cross “planted in the body of Adam.”92 This gruesome image has 
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clear resonances with Clonmacnoise as marked graves surrounded all three crosses—and the 
south cross had two bodies buried directly beneath it.93 
The presence of Christ’s body, visible beneath its grave-slab, is highly unusual in 
Christian art before the eleventh century, appearing in only a few images depicting Christ’s 
deposition and interment.94 It is present in the Utrecht and Harley psalters where Christ’s body 
in the tomb is juxtaposed with an image of him pulling naked souls out of the ground (Fig. 19), 
illustrating Psalm 15:9-10, “Moreover, even my body will rest in hope. For you will not 
abandon my soul to Hell, nor will you allow your holy one to see corruption.”95 Although rarely 
depicted elsewhere in Christian art, the “Muiredach Master” portrays Christ’s body in the tomb 
on a total of four crosses. In each case, the panel appears near the ground at the bottom of the 
cross-shaft.96 The inclusion of a bird stretching its beak toward Christ’s open mouth is unique 
within Christian art, except for a similar panel on Muiredach's cross. Comparisons with a Late 
Anglo-Saxon ivory and patristic texts suggest the bird signifies the soul returning to the body.97 
Despite being positioned directly before the entrance to the church, the cross of the 
scriptures lacks the eucharistic images that are so common on other figurative crosses: the 
Marriage Feast of Cana, Multiplication of the Loaves and the Fishes, the Sacrifice of Isaac, 
and—a particularly popular Insular allusion to the Eucharist—Paul and Anthony Sharing the 
Loaf.98 Entering the church at Clonmacnoise, the viewer is instead confronted with the body 
of Christ—stripped, wrapped, pierced, tortured, and dead (Figs. 16-18).  
The pathos of Christ’s bodily suffering and the congregation’s subsequent compunction 
and remorse are integral aspects of the Eucharistic ritual as evidenced in the Latin Mass and 
Old Irish Tract on the Mass preserved in the eighth-century Stowe Missal.99 The liturgy begins, 
“We have sinned, O Lord, we have sinned,” and it is difficult to find a single prayer that does 
not frame the Eucharist in terms of Christ's sacrifice for the forgiveness of sins.100 Similarly, 
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the tract begins by describing the altar as “a figure of the persecution that was afflicted” and 
goes on to explain that the fraction is a figure of the priest’s “attack” (“ammus”) and “a figure 
of the contumelies and of the stripes and of the capture” experienced by Christ during his 
Passion.101  
The tract also indicates a close association between the ringed cross and Eucharist, 
concluding with the instruction, “This be in thy mind [during the taking of the Eucharist]: the 
portion of the Host which thou receives [to be] as it were a member of Christ from his cross.”102  
It directs that the pieces of bread be arranged in the shape of a ringed cross for Easter, Pentecost, 
and the Nativity.103  The only surviving Insular paten, part of the Derrynavlan hoard, consists 
of a thick, raised ring decorated with large enamel studs that encompasses a shallow silver plate. 
The visual design closely resembles that of the high cross-rings with their raised bosses.104 If 
the Clonmacnoise congregation—which surely would have been among the most well-
equipped in Ireland—used a similar paten and followed the contemporary practice of arranging 
bread in the shape of a ringed-cross, the resonance between the body of Christ in the cross-
head and the host on its paten would have been emphatic.  
Within the cross-head just beneath the upper-most medallion, a tiny angel reaches down 
with its arms or wings toward the top of Christ’s head (Fig. 16). While angels frequently appear 
in Insular images of the crucifixion, they typically occur in pairs flanking Christ’s head, such 
as on Muiredach’s cross, the Athlone crucifixion plaque, and St. Gall Gospels. 105  The 
eucharistic ritual, as recorded in the Stowe Missal, asks that God grant that the host and cup be 
“carried by the hands of thy holy angel to thine altar on high.”106 The awkward and unusual 
insertion of a single angel above Christ's head, seeming to reach down toward Christ, might 
further the association between the Eucharist and the crucified body of Christ. The height of 
the cross-head and the changing backdrop of the skies glimpsed through its four apertures 
would certainly be appropriate to a heavenly altar.  
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The artist's selection and rendering of events from the Passion emphasize the unveiling 
and shrouding of Christ's body (Figs. 16-18). In the Eucharist and Easter liturgical rites, the 
body and cross of Christ are similarly wrapped and revealed. The Stowe Missal describes the 
use of a double veil, directing that the Eucharist be unveiled before the start of the Mass, half 
uncovered before the reading of the gospel, and fully uncovered at the end of the Creed.107 
Although no Irish description of the Easter ritual survives from this period, the Late Anglo-
Saxon Regularis concordia details a similar pattern of unveiling and veiling.  When the words 
“and they divided my vestments” was read from John 19, two deacons stripped the cloth that 
had previously been placed under the gospel-book on the altar.108 The processional cross was 
then taken to the altar and laid on a cushion before being held aloft and unveiled. Finally, the 
cross was “buried” under linens as an “imitation of the burial of the Body of our Lord Jesus 
Christ.”109 
In its representation of the Eucharist, the west side of the cross of the scriptures eschews 
the usual Old Testament typologies and hagiographies and instead emphasizes pathos, empathy, 
and compunction, presenting the viewer with the brutalized, humiliated, and broken body of 
Christ.110 When the spectator stands before the cross, the Scourging of Christ is at eye level. 
Christ twists away from his torturers to stare mournfully out at the monument’s audience as 
the blows fall upon his body. Because the figure of Christ is executed in three-quarter profile 
and high relief as well as at eye-level, his gaze rests upon anyone viewing the cross from the 
right, which is Christ's left, a perilous position in Christian iconography (Figs. 16-17). However, 
even those kneeling or standing directly beneath the cross must meet Christ's gaze. In the 
uppermost panel, Christ's body falls forward, hanging over the arms of his guards (Figs. 16-
17). His head is carved in highest relief so that it projects into the viewer's space. Audiences 
look up at the collapsing Christ who gazes back from above, creating an intimate exchange of 
gazes.  The corporal punishment of the sinners on the north side—and any penitential 
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supplicants standing beneath the cross of the scriptures—is dwarfed by the suffering Christ 
endures in order to rescue souls from the abyss. 
 
Serpents, Bodies, and Souls: Transformations at Heaven’s Gate 
Discussing biblical symbolism, Augustine warned his audience that the relationship between 
signs and their meaning changes considerably depending on context. Illustrating his point, he 
explained that the Bible refers to the serpent as “that old serpent” but also advises, “Be you as 
wise as serpents.”111 Serpents appear with some frequency on the high crosses, featuring most 
prominently on the first monumental stone crosses on Iona. The many depictions of Adam and 
Eve that feature on the high crosses show the serpent pouring its venomous deceit into the ears 
of the first parents; however, Insular artists often juxtaposed serpents with the Crucifixion 
and/or Eucharist, prompted by a well-established typology. As noted by Bede, among the 
images Benedict Biscop brought from Rome for the English church was a representation of the 
brazen serpent paired with a depiction of the crucifixion. 112  The combination recalls John 
3:14-15, “And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the desert, so also must the Son of man be 
lifted up. So that whoever believes in him may not perish, but may have eternal life.”  The 
gospel passage refers to Numbers 21:5-9 when God sent deadly, fiery serpents among the 
people who then admit their sin and repent. God subsequently instructed Moses, “Make a 
bronze serpent, and place it as a sign. Whoever, having been struck, gazes upon it, shall live.” 
The stave erected by Ciarán/Colman and Flann/Diarmait likely also refers to this 
episode. Although badly worn, the knob of the staff has eyes and an open mouth. It sprouts 
lappets or wings like many Insular serpents, and the sinuous lines that wind down the staff 
suggest a serpent’s body (Figs. 2 and 3). Within the long and well-established association in 
Insular culture between the bronze serpent, the cross, and the sacraments, the depiction of the 
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foundation stake as a serpent/stave reminds the viewer that the church houses the salvific 
sacraments through which forgiveness and redemption might be obtained.  
Large, fleshy serpents are carved on the northern and southern sides of the under-ring 
of the cross of the scriptures (Figs. 7, 12 and 14-15). Whereas the distinction between good and 
evil figures on the south and north sides of the shaft is readily apparent, the serpents are more 
ambiguous. Both sides show serpents winding around pairs of human heads, but there are subtle 
differences. The southern under-ring has two serpents, one moving upward and the other 
downward (Figs. 14-15). The northern under-ring shows a single snake, its body looping about 
itself so that the tail seems to disappear into its “ear” (Fig. 7). The image recalls the description 
of sinners in Psalm 57:7, “Their fury is similar to that of a serpent; it is like a deaf asp, who 
even blocks her ears.” Appropriate to the cross’s broader iconographic program, the psalm 
identifies the asp as sinners who will not heed correction, refusing to listen and change their 
ways. 
Conversely, the two serpents on the other side might refer to the two kinds of serpents 
sent by God to Moses’ people—the first, signifying the venomous serpents sent down to punish 
Moses’ wayward people, and the second, the brazen serpent raised up to heal them after they 
repent. The visual juxtaposition with the Hand of God under the southern arm and the cat 
devouring/vomiting human bodies under the northern arm sharpens and amplifies the 
distinction between the serpents (Fig. 12). The carved human heads stare down and hover 
directly over the viewer’s own head, serving as a warning and promise (Fig. 14). The similarity 
of the heads on either side of the under-arm suggests that anyone may fall. 
Although rarely evident in published reproductions, anyone standing or kneeling in 
relative proximity to the cross would see its northern and southern under-ring when viewing 
either its west or east face. Consequently, when viewing the east side, the blessing Hand of 
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God is juxtaposed with the saved and the human-eating cat with the damned (Fig. 12). 
Alternatively, when viewing the west side of the cross, the Hand of God appears beneath 
Christ’s left hand, and the cat under his right (Fig. 16).  Because Longinus pierces Christ's left 
side on the cross of the scriptures, the pair of heads and two serpents are positioned directly 
under Longinus spear, reinforcing the message of the salvific powers of Christ’s sacrifice. 
When illustrating or discussing the high crosses, art historians tend to dwell upon the 
east and west faces. This habit is unsurprising as most high crosses contain little or no figurative 
imagery on their sides. At Clonmacnoise, the elevated plateau, the placement of the cross of 
the scriptures directly before the only entrance to the church, and the east-west orientation of 
the church would seem to reinforce this as the dominant and primary axis for viewing the cross 
(Figs. 1 and 20). Anyone entering or exiting the church, however, would have to walk past 
either the north or south side of the cross. While the east and west sides of the cross-head 
contrast the crucified Christ as a victim with the glorified Christ as Judge, the north and south 
sides point to similar, albeit lesser, transformations. The wayward sinner on the north side is 
corrected, punished, and shown the folly of earthly pleasures. After purification through 
repentance and Christ's sacrifice, humanity basks in the protection and benediction of the south 
side of the cross.  
It seems likely that congregants would have passed by the cross’s northern side with its 
emphasis upon sin and correction when entering the church and have left—cleansed, blessed, 
and filled with the Psalms—via the southern side. This transformation was a fundamental and 
emphatic characteristic of medieval Eucharist liturgy. The Stowe Missal compares the 
congregation's state at the beginning of the ritual to a “menstrual rag;” and yet, they are made 
worthy through Christ's sacrifice to become a tabernacle of God.113 Similarly, after months and 
years of harsh penance and even exile from the body of Christ and monastic community, 
penitents were able to return on Maundy Thursday and rejoin the congregation in their worship 
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and participation in the sacrament.114 Relevant to the depiction of the druid on the north side 
of the cross of scriptures, the change during Easter was not only inward. On Maundy Thursday, 
monks’ hair was washed and tonsured.115 
For centuries, church doorways have served as gathering points for congregations, 
entering and leaving the church. Detailed Anglo-Saxon and continental accounts of 
consecration ceremonies also describe crowds, including kings and priests, waiting outside 
while the bishop processed around the church, repeatedly knocking on the door with his crosier 
while reciting Psalm 23:7, “Lift up your gates, you princes, and be lifted up, eternal gates. And 
the King of Glory shall enter.”116 Similarly, the Regularis concordia describes how on Maundy 
Thursday, the brethren would gather at the front door, carrying a staff that terminated in a 
serpent’s head. Striking a flint at the church door, they proceeded to light a candle fixed to the 
serpent’s mouth before entering the church and relighting all of its lamps.117  
As so emphatically signaled in church consecration ceremonies, the clergy controlled 
entrance and access to the church. In tenth-century Ireland, keys and locks would have 
primarily been associated with churches and outer gates.118 In Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 
when the key to a church is lost, at Columba’s command the door’s bolts unlock themselves.119 
At Clonmacnoise, the Traditio Clavium reminds the cross’s audience that Christ’s ministers 
hold the key to the Church and its sacraments and that these in turn are the keys that unlock 
heaven’s door (Figs. 2 and 12). It recalls Matthew 16:18, “You are Peter, and upon this rock I 
will build my Church . . . I will give you the keys to the kingdom of heaven. And whatever you 
shall bind on earth shall be bound, even in heaven. And whatever you release on earth shall be 
released, even in heaven.” The reference to the “rock” chimes with the materiality of the site: 
Colman and Flann’s erection of a stone church in place of a wooden original and stone crosses 
where wooden ones once stood.120 The panel’s position beneath the Last Judgement image 
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underlines Peter’s authority as an extension of that of Christ who states in Revelation 1:17-18, 
“I am the first and last. I am alive though I was dead . . . And I hold the keys of death and hell.” 
From noon onwards, the sun illuminates the western side with its depiction of Christ's 
Passion and Entombment. The cross's shadow, which at noon takes the shape of a single line, 
arcs eastward, changing shape into a ringed cross pointing east in the late evening. 
Consequently, the shadow of the cross becomes the first and last thing, visible at sunrise and 
sunset (Figs. 4 and 20). Significantly elongated between October and March and at its greatest 
length near the winter solstice, the shadow reaches the church projecting onto its wall and, in 
the medieval period, its door (Fig. 20).121 Consequently, on bright days during Advent, the 
cross “over-shadowed” the church, possibly recalling the incarnation. In Luke 1:35, Gabriel 
tells Mary, “The Holy Spirit will pass over you, and the power of the Most High will 
overshadow (obumbrabit) you. And because of this also, the Holy One who will be born of you 
shall be called the Son of God.” Commentaries and Advent homilies explain that the intolerable 
brightness of Christ’s divinity was mediated and overshadowed so that the human flesh of the 
Virgin could receive him to go forth into the world.122 The conflation of the Church and the 
Virgin was well-established in Insular circles and is evident in numerous artworks including 
some that the Clonmacnoise sculptor might have been aware of, such as Book of Kells.123 
Additionally, the cross’s shadow would likely recall the protection of God’s shadow, so 
frequently cited in the Psalms and referenced in the images on the north side of the cross.  
The shadow of the ringed cross, not that dissimilar in shape to a key, reaching toward 
the church door might also have recalled the frequent exegetical juxtaposition of cross and key. 
Augustine repeatedly described the cross as the key that frees souls “from the abyss of the 
earth”.124 Bede writes that the key signifies how Christ “conquered death by resurrection,” 
breathing the Holy Spirit out upon God’s Church and washing away their sins. 125  At 
Clonmacnoise, where the cross is inserted into a ground filled with bodies, the conception of 
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the cross as a key that frees the dead from the abyss has particular significance. It points to the 
final transformation, the resurrection of the body and union with Christ. On the west side of 
the cross, carved directly beneath the feet of the crucified Christ, is a bird (Figs 19 and 14b). It 
flies toward the ground with its wing outspread. Its downward orientation and unusual position 
are perplexing in an isolated landscape. When the cross is surrounded by crowds, however, it 
evokes images of Pentecost and the power of the Holy Spirit breathed out upon the priests and 
their congregation, promising that they, like Christ and through his sacrifice, will be freed from 
death. 
Human audiences echoed, framed and completed the cross of the scriptures, 
contributing to the broader iconographic program. Praying in the crucis vigilia (Old Irish: 
crossfigell) pose, with arms outstretched in the form of a cross, was a widespread practice in 
Insular culture that was associated with penance and Lent.126 Through penance, mortification 
of the body, and the sacraments, human bodies became like Christ and his cross. The 
iconographic program of the cross of the scriptures fully exploited the cross’s structure as well 
as its position in both the built and natural environment. Its central message was one of 
transformation—from sin to salvation, pride to humility, dark to light, penitent to blessed, dead 
corpse to resurrected body.  
This message would have undoubtedly had considerable appeal to penitents whether 
they were royalty, monks, or pilgrims. While emphasizing correction, punishment, and 
suffering, the cross simultaneously points to resurrection, benediction, and salvation. Tensions 
and movement between the two states are expressed around the compass points, but also 
vertically between the sky and earth; heaven and the abyss. Sinners are shown subjugated and 
pushed to the ground, but aid is sent down from the heavens. On the west side, the downward 
trajectory of the bird at Christ’s feet directs the gaze to the ultimate lowering of Christ into the 
grave and to the corpses buried in the ground surrounding the cross. The downward slope of 
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Christ’s strangely elongated arms and hands conveys the sense of the crucified Christ reaching 
down to elevate the faithful.  The unusual manner in which the cross-arms slant upward creates 
a delicate and harmonious interaction. The cross strains up to God while Christ lowers himself 
in his humanity.  
In his 1968 lecture series on Insular manuscripts, Meyer Schapiro drew attention to 
scribes’ tendency to manipulate, integrate, and dissolve the boundaries between frame, field, 
and figure. As eloquently summarised by Herbert Broderick, “the frame is often part of the 
world it seeks to enclose, participating in the life of the field either through direct contact or 
shared vocabulary of color, rhythm and ornament.”127 While Schapiro’s focus was largely 
formalist, Robert Deshman and Broderick demonstrated how such intersections conveyed 
meaning.128 Examples range from the monstrous Blemmye in the Marvels of the East that 
threatens the manuscript’s audience by escaping its own frame to the glorified Christ whose 
hands, feet, and head emerge from behind/beneath the frame of the John Portrait in the Book 
of Kells, appropriating the manuscript’s margins.129 In both, the figure and image violate the 
frame and collapse fields. Monstrous and divine hands occupy the same space as the reader’s 
own hands, at the seams between viewer’s world and that depicted within the frame, 
destabilizing boundaries between medium, audience, and image. Similarly, the semiotic field 
of the high crosses includes the syntactical relationship between the object, audience, and the 
living, dynamic world in which it is situated.   
Commenting on the ideology of contemporary exhibitions in the 1980s, Brian 
O’Doherty concluded, “art exists in a kind of eternity of display. . . Indeed the presence of that 
odd piece of furniture, your own body, seems superfluous, and intrusion. The space offers the 
thought that while eyes and minds are welcome, space-occupying bodies are not.”130 Tourists, 
photographers, and academics travelling to Clonmacnoise typically share the common goal of 
visiting on temperate days when the site is not “too busy;” however, high winds, rain, and 
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crowds serve as salient reminders that human beings and weather are not impediments to 
viewing the high crosses but rather an integral part of the cross’s function and frame.  
ABBREVIATIONS 
CCCM  Corpus Christianorum, Continuatio Mediævalis 
CCSL Corpus Christianorum, Series Latina 
PRIA Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy, Section C 






1 The “cross of the scriptures” is described as such (Cros na Screaptra) in the medieval 
annals, see note 18*. Somewhat confusingly, art historians and antiquarians use the term 
“scriptural crosses” to refer to the broader group of monumental crosses containing figurative 
imagery.  
2 Nonetheless, the recent production of a rotational, zoomable, three-dimensional model 
derived from digital scans of the cross of the scriptures by 3D-ICONS.ie has greatly 
facilitated this study, at http://www.3dicons.ie/3d-content/sites/52-cross-scriptures-
clonmacnoise#3d-model. Additionally, I am most grateful for the assistance and patience of 
the Office of Public Works at Clonmacnoise. 
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